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Description: This dissertation examines the evolving representation of fictional readers 
in a representative body of texts, particularly from the 20th and 21st centuries, while 
drawing on secondary sources from reader-response criticism, intertextual and 
intermedial studies, as well as affect and storytelling theory. I argue that scholars ranging 
from Plato to Foucault generally concluded that novels were a primary source of 
alienation which led them to create concepts such as Bovarysm and mimetic desire. My 
own analysis engages with the tradition of French and more generally European writing, 
extending from Chretien de Troyes, Cervantes and Flaubert to Proust, Mauriac and 
Françoise Sagan, in order to demonstrate that readerly contamination is a cornerstone of 
literary modernity while examining its relevance for the contemporary period. This 
concept allows to shed a new light on the ways in which novelistic writing negotiates its 
meaning and social function in an active dialogue with religious and moral philosophy, 
psychology and medical studies, as well as politics and aesthetics. 
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